Lifelong course of positive and negative symptoms in chronically institutionalized patients with schizophrenia.
Despite widespread policies of deinstitutionalization, a substantial number of patients with schizophrenia require continuous custodial care. The hospital records of such patients provide contemporaneous documentation of symptoms throughout the illness, permitting a longitudinal study of the course of symptoms. We sought to describe this course, and to determine the influences of sex, age of onset, and treatment on its evolution. Using the modified Diagnostic Evaluation After Death, we performed standardized chart reviews of 99 chronic inpatients who remained in state institutions through the 1960's and 1970's and subsequently died in those institutions. Data were available from the onset of illness until death. We found significant decreases in positive symptoms and increases in negative symptoms over the course of the illness. Symptom patterns were analyzed by repeated measures ANOVA. Onset before age 25 was associated with greater numbers of negative symptoms at a given age (p = 0.05). Female sex was associated with greater numbers of positive symptoms (p=0.04). The widespread introduction of neuroleptic drugs in the mid-1950's did not affect the trends in symptom patterns. The lifetime course of schizophrenia in chronically institutionalized individuals is characterized by a decrease in positive symptoms and an increase in negative symptoms. Schizophrenia with earlier onset is associated with greater numbers of negative symptoms throughout life. In this sample of patients, chronically hospitalized until death, neuroleptic drugs failed to effect a persistent decrease in positive symptoms.